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CHAPTER 8

Why Do We Grade,
and What About Effort,
Attendance, and Behavior?

Just because he wag absent?
as the child(ren ] “job”—
that much Sfrom wo

But on the other hand, if you thinp, of school

they would not hold the job if they were gone
rk.Iam torn.

~—Cossondra George, secondary teacher
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Finding the balance between chal-
lenging students and encouraging
students is difficult, | know. Some
policy makers are concerned that
too many teachers are taking the
€asy way out, in the sense that,
instead of searching for ways to
reach kids that don't respond to fra-
ditional methods, they grade the
kids on “effort.” This keeps down the
F's on the grade reports, but it can
result in passing kids along from
grade fo grade until they get old
enough to disappear.

—John Norton, educator and moderator,
MiddleWeb listsery

In the past | have been an absolute
stickler for handing in work on fime
with exceptions on q case-by-case
basis. | had in my mind that | was
promoting excellence by doing that,
- - Over time | realized | was send-
ing the message that timeliness was
more important than learning. There
are many deadlines that | miss for
paperwork and the like simply
because | am too busy or something
came up that needed to be attended
fo first. That is reql fife. While I push
my students to turn work in on fime,
I'd rather have the work than not
because the work | assign is
designed fo teach and practice
important concepts we're working
on. I [now] post students’ missing
work outside their homeroom doors,
and they have done q for better job
of turning it in—and getting current
work turned in on fime.

~—tEllen Berg, secondary teacher

Fair Isnt Always Equal

Dr. Mel Levine was correct when he claimed in his
2003 New York Times best-selling book, The Myth of
Laziness, that laziness js a myth. When a studen mani-

exist, Knowing that, teachers of students who are fre-
quently absent keep searching for what works.

If we incorporate behavior into the grade, we run
afoul of our intent to keep grades as accurate indicators
of mastery, Imagine this feedback to 4 parent: “Your son’
grade, Mrs. Wilson, indicates what he knows and is able

property, maintained an organized notebook, and
brought his pencil to class.” With baggage like this
attached, the grade is no longer functional. We might as
well not grade academics.

Lets explore the question of incorporating partici-
pation, effort, and behavior into grading a bit further.




ects lend themselves to evaluating 4

ducation, band,

Many classes myst include participa-
tion grades, and éven many activi-
ties in core classes are about partici-
pation—not necessarily the same
thing as class discussion. What
about the band student who knows
how to read music and can answer
100 percent on "paper” fests byt
cannot perform due to lack of prac-
tice, offtask activities in class, etc.2
What abouyt physical education
classes? Should students not have fo
participate, byt just take a test to see
whether they know the rules of vari.
Ous games and physicq| activities?
Should choir students not have o
perform, byt stil] get an A if they
know all of the words to g song?
Should everyone in my fiber testing
lab get an A even if they stood
around and constantly talked abouyt
social events, ang just copied the
results from the others in their
group? . | | many subjects and
activities the process s primary—
and participation is vital,

—Margel Soderberg, secondary teacher




Fair Isn’t Always Equal

grade the fact that they played soccer for thirty minutes as heavily as we do
the skills and growth they demonstrated while playing.

It might be easier to liken participation grades to work habits or home-
work grades. We allow them up to 10 percent influence on the mastery grade
at the end of the grading period, but anything more than that unduly influ-
ences the final grade’s accuracy in terms of what students know and are able
to do; and in differentiated classes, the grade must be accurate to be useful.

Determining the extent of a student’s participation isn’t always easy,
either. One student’s full-bodied, maximum-intensity participation is another
student’s disinterested glance compared with what he or she can do. Once
again, its subjective. Sure we can tally the number of interactions a student
makes, but the interactions are the medium through which they reveal mas-
tery, not mastery itself. By limiting but not eliminating a participation grade’s
influence, we provide enough feedback on participation to be helpful and
enough grade impact to be motivating for students,

Having said this, do we sometimes bend the rules for certain students?
Yes, we’re human. Is it wise to do this? Sometimes.
Secondary educator, Cossondra George, once shared this:

I'have E in class . . . who is always participating, always knows what is

going on. A very enjoyable student to have in class. However; due to Fs

home situation, he does very little homework, and struggles socially at

school. He is frequently suspended, absent, etc. . . . I cannot fail this
young man simply because he turns in little outside class work to me,
even when his percentage falls below the magical 60 percent. He is too
much an active learner in my class. That is where
into a grade.

“participation” comes

In this case, Cossondra found another way for F to show his mastery. She
gave him every opportunity to reveal his understandings via his active learn-
ing in class. Homework wasn't an avenue that worked for this student, so she
chose a different route that wouldn't limit the expression of his knowledge.
This is responsive teaching.
If, however, she gives him high marks just for speaking in class, regard-
less of the mastery levels demonstrated, she will have to record on the report
card that the grade earned is based on a modified curriculum. The grade does
not reflect the same level of competence in the subject as others of the same
grade. This may be the best thing Cossondra can do, and it’s also accurate.
The greater gift is to record accurate grades, not ones “fudged” by artifi-
cial elevation due to our sympathy for a student’s home life. The reality, how-
ever, is that sometimes students are limited by their living/growing condi-
tions and we have to consider that when grading. If we do, we mark it on the
report card or in the cumulative folder for others to reference as they inter-
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ions at home, we mus; portray a
pment accurately. If we can find alternative routes

Former principal and now education consultant, Chris Toy, has an interesting
take on whether or not to grade participation:

Alternatively, we may be penalizing students who don't like to speak up
when we offer bonus points or high grades to the whole class for participa-
tion, even though we know these students won’t be able to achieve it.
Remember, the course description does not state, “Participation in class” as
one of its standards or benchmarks. Irs 4 little disingenuous to require it for
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nent indicators of mastery—a
Of course, some of us use participation to tip the scales one way or the
other for a student with 4 borderline grade. Educator Deborah Bova says:

I'have always considered classroom participation (g really subjective
assessment) as the “make or breah” scenario. If the child has 4 grade
that is an 87 percent and participates consistently and in q positive way,
L will push the grade up to the 88 percent which is q B— I have never

ation to take away from a grade unless it is an oral presen-

is lousy and the grade is lousy and that affects the average.
I believe participation can influence in q positive way, but should never
detract from academic accomplishment.

Grading Effort and Behavior
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scribbled page. Declaring the extent and impact of students’ efforts with
authority can be difficult to defend.

We know there is a very high correlation between academic success and
effort, behavior, and attendance. These are valued work ethics too, and the
correlations work in almost all cases, but not all. When we mix ancillary cri-
teria that are not meant to serve as indicators of mastery with assessments
that are meant to serve as such, we can't trust the results or make decisions
based on such criteria.

Karen Gruner, a chemistry teacher at St. John’s Literary Institute at
Prospect Hall, says: “One of life’s tough lessons is trying hard and failing. It
does no kid anywhere any good to give grades based on trying hard or behav-
ing nicely because sooner or later they hit the wall of not having the knowl-
edge the grade implied.”

Some teachers will argue, however, that if we don't weave effort into the
academic grades, students will fail to learn the correlation and they won't
adopt such positive behaviors. Chris Toy comments:

It can’t be just the academic standards. What makes all of us unique and
so amazing goes way beyond our academic knowledge. Its got to be the
whole of what we want and need kids to know in order to be successful
and to realize their full potential.

Someone said, “I agree that effort, preparedness, timeliness should
count for something, but I'm not sure it is in their grade.” I say, why not?
Could any of us have their potential reduced by not demonstrating these
things? I think we do kids a disservice if these are not reflected in what
we expect them to be able to do. Would any of us keep our jobs if we
could not or consistently refused to work, be prepared, or show up on
time?

Toy is correct. In a perfect world, we could find a way to incorporate all the
factors that matter in an assessment of a student, and the report of that
assessment would be accurate and useful for everyone.

In that world, however, we wouldn't be limited by trying to quantify the
unquantifiable. We are imperfect beings trying to objectify the subjective. In
addition, the high stakes placed on grades as a guarantee of a student’s precise
mastery of something, and as tickets to success and stature, increases the
pressure behind the square peg being jammed into the round hole. The cur-
rent system doesn't allow for healthy and responsive grading practices that
meet everyone’s needs.

On the maturation side, we don’t want students to think that just because
they worked hard yet failed, they should get something for it. As adults, we
are fired if we fail to produce what is requested, no matter how hard we've
worked or how cooperative we were. So the student who works hard but
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~Marie Bahlert, secondary teacher

ute to mastery, not just post
ing punishment or rewards.

Students who excel and receijve Tecognition and more choices as a resy](
of their hard work w

ill create another positive pressure (o work for some of
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-on the issue of sepa-
Consulting teacher,

Paula
[We are] moving to a standards-base report card system There
1s a clear separation of work behaviors (learning skills) from academic
ability~they
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stand the material isny performing as yoy thought. We had a litle socia] experiment

Perhaps theres something else going on with that s¢y,. last year. In one schoof the principal

dent. deducted 10 percent for each day
late teachers were in turning in their

Finally, close analysis of how we report effort, aca- 'ece":“ﬁc"“o"hp"i"“ °’f‘dhe""° duty
demic proficiency, and other aspects of students’ growth \ng k:g:{s:;;ne::ieosé !:uzeac; d
Is evolving teacher by teacher, schoo] by school. Irs Y

things just slip through. {They were
restored of course.) But the message
was loud and clear and fostered

much discussion . . that building
has now adopted q policy for not
. - , penalizing stydent scores for being
In my expen‘er'lce, late/mlssmg work is rarely caused by late. The expected onslaught of late
asimple decision not to d, the work, but teachers often

work never happened.
—Marsha Ratzel, secondary teacher

success. So, you’re teaching responsibility rather than simply punishing
kids for not demonstrating it.
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